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Abstract
American writer Ernest Miller Hemingway (1899～1961) has been the 
subject of a number of biographies that have thoroughly investigated nearly 
every possible facet of this renowned man of letters. In the fifty-three years 
since his death by suicide, a number of his residences are maintained around 
the world in honor of the writer, and his birth home in Oak Park, Illinois is cur-
rently owned and preserved as a public museum by the Hemingway Society ;  
the property has been faithfully restored to the exact appointments as to when 
the Hemingway family resided in the home. For public viewing are two 
American Civil War era documents framed and hanging in the library, and are 
the official Grand Army of the Republic Personal War Sketches of Ernest 
Hemingway’s two grandfathers, Ernest Hall and Anson Hemingway. The 
documents record two completely opposite war experiences of the men, and 
this paper will attempt to show that the Ernest Hemingway’s attraction and re-
pugnance to war may have been influenced by the philosophies of his elder 
family members, forged in the horrific flames of the American Civil War, as 
well as the writer’s personal wartime adventures on foreign battlefields.
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Discussion
To the west of the American city of Chicago, Illinois, lies the suburb of 
Oak Park where Ernest Hemingway was born and raised. Through his early 
years, the young Ernest Hemingway lived in close proximity to his two grand-
fathers, Ernest Hall and Anson Hemingway, and for a few years, the Heming-
way family shared the home owned by Grandfather Hall, the father of Ernest 
Hemingway’s mother Grace. Anson T. Hemingway, the writer’s paternal 
grandfather lived only a short distance away.1
The birth home of Ernest Hemingway is meticulously maintained to a 
near exactness in period and appointments as to when the Hemingway family 
lived in home during the end of the 19th century and into the early years of the 
20th century. In the library, are encased two Grand Army of the Republic Per-
sonal War Sketches ─ brief chronicles and testament of the wartime records of 
Ernest Hemingway’s two grandfathers.2   It is hard to imagine that the two 
men could have experienced a greater divergence in their adventures in ser-
vice to the Union cause during the American Civil War, 1861 to 1865. It 
would be better to characterize the experiences of Grandfather Ernest Hall as 
a huge misadventure, and he suffered the many horrible things that can befall a 
young soldier in military service.3
 1　‌For historical and background information in this paper, I relied on the Hemingway 
biographies by Carlos Baker, Michael Reynolds, A.E Hotchner, and Jeffrey Mey-
ers. I am indebted as well for biographical information received from the docent 
staffs at the Hemingway Birth Home and the Hemingway Museum in Oak Park, Il-
linois, and the Hemingway House in Key West, Florida.
 2　‌The Grand Army of the Republic was a fraternal order of honorably discharged 
Union veterans of the American Civil War. As the organization was a “last man” 
fraternity, it was dissolved in 1956 with the deaths of the final members. Fulfilling 
the requirements of the Illinois Department of the GAR, members Ernest Hall and 
Anson Hemingway transcribed their Personal War Sketches which now can be 
viewed in the Hemingway birth home in Oak Park, Illinois.
 3　‌In researching this paper, I was confronted with the task of eliciting accurate infor-
mation, gleaning fact from fiction, in the public record ─ a challenge when Ernest 
Hemingway invented so much of his own life and exploits. Moreover, this trend 
seems to have been passed on to subsequent generations of Hemingways : grandson 
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Grandfather Hall was inducted into the U.S. Army on January 1, 1862, and 
after a brief stint of training, the young private was sent to fight at the Battle of 
the Sunken Road (also called “Bloody Lane”), which was part of the larger en-
gagement known as the Battle of Antietam near Sharpsburg, Maryland on Sep-
tember 17, 1862. During the course of the fighting, Hall was wounded, and 
then to add insult to injury, was taken prisoner by the Confederate 
Army. Purportedly, Private Hall was incarcerated at the infamous Anderson-
ville Prison which was overcrowded, and the inmates existed on a starvation 
diet since the blockade of the Confederate-held territory by the Northern 
Army left little food for the Southern Army, and even less for their prisoners of 
war.4 As Hemingway family legend has it, under the deprivations of prison 
life, Hall received scant if any medical treatment for his wounds, and after 
spending an excruciating 18 months as a POW, he was finally released during a 
prisoner exchange in June of 1864. Hall returned to Illinois with a harsh, bit-
ter animosity toward the notion that war could be any kind of noble, romantic, 
or gallant crusade to right the wrongs of the world. And the pain of the 
wounds that never healed correctly for the initial lack of medical care, were 
supposedly a constant reminder for the rest of his life on the folly of war, and 
forged a strong anti-war sentiment in Grandfather Hall. Grandson Ernest 
stated that his grandfather “. . . hated killing and never allowed the war to be 
Sean Hemingway in the Introduction of Hemingway on War talks about Ernest 
Hemingway’s father, Clarence being wounded while serving with the First Iowa 
Volunteers in the American Civil War, and “even carried a confederate musket ball 
in one thigh” (XX). It would appear that in this passage Sean Hemingway has 
confused father Clarence with maternal grandfather Ernest Hall. It would have 
been impossible for father Clarence to suffer wounding in the Civil War since he 
was not born until six years after cessation of hostilities. It appears difficult even 
for a Hemingway to sort through the many tales and legends of this dynamic family. 
 4　‌In researching Ernest Hall’s incarceration at Andersonville, there are some prob-
lematic issues with dates : The Andersonville Prison (located at Fort Sumter, Ma-
con County, Georgia) was not opened until later in the war in February 1864, long 
after Hall had been cashiered out of the service. Jeffrey Meyers, who reviewed 
Grandfather Hall’s war record in the National Archives in Washington, D.C., makes 
no mention of imprisonment by the Confederate Army, but only that Hall suffered a 
gunshot wound in the thigh, an injury that prevented his further duty in the Army.
（ ）26
Ernest Hemingway’s Attraction and Repugnance to War : A Tale of Two Grandfathers and Personal Wartime Experiences
4
spoken about in his presence” (Meyers 1-2). 
It would be difficult to determine with any degree of certainty how much 
influence Hemingway’s maternal grandfather Ernest Hall had on his young 
grandson despite the common namesake, as Hall died in May of 1905. Young 
Ernest ─ not even six years old ─ would have, at best, only brief memories of 
interacting with his grandfather due to his tender years. In his book The 
Young Hemingway, Michael Reynolds writes about Ernest Hemingway’s rela-
tions with grandfathers at Lake Walloon in Northern Michigan at the family’s 
summer lake retreat : “Sometimes grandfathers came to the lake. Ernest 
could almost remember Grandfather Hall, who died in 1905. Sometimes he 
thought he remembered his visit to the lake, but he might have been remem-
bering the pictures”  (66). Nonetheless, the young Hemingway would have 
had ample opportunity to hear and repeat of all the stories involving his grand-
father, regardless of their accuracy. 
Ernest Hemingway’s paternal grandfather Anson Hemingway provided a 
very different role model for his grandchildren. His exploits during the civil 
were completely opposite to the nightmarish experiences by Ernest 
Hall. Like Hall, Anson Hemingway began his military service as a Private in 
the Union Army. He participated in the Battle of Vicksburg, and when his 
military tour was finished and still eager for more duty, he re-enlisted and con-
tinued his military service as a First Lieutenant in the U.S. Colored 70th Regi-
ment, one of a number of military groups formed with freed black men. Dur-
ing his time with the 70th, he witnessed Confederate guerrilla prisoners being 
executed by the black soldiers, who were retaliating for an earlier massacre of 
black prisoners at the Battle of Fort Pillow, a rather soft name attached to a 
place of wartime atrocity.5 Anson Hemingway writes of the unfortunate event 
in a letter, and closes with a steely, pragmatic, but somewhat ambivalent view 
 5　‌The Fort Pillow Massacre occurred on April 12, 1864 in Henning, Tennessee locat-
ed by the Mississippi River. Confederate troops commanded by General Nathan 
Bedford Forrest executed captured black Union soldiers but not white sol-
diers. Forrest would later gain further notoriety as a key organizer of the racist 
organization The Klu Klux Klan.
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of the necessities needed for winning a brutal conflict :
There were seventeen prisoners captured and shot by the colored sol-
diers. 
When the guerrillas were first seen, the colonel told them in a loud tone
‘Remember Fort Pillow.’  And they did : all honor to them for it.
If the Confederacy wish to fight us on these terms, we are glad to know it, 
and will try and do our part in the contest. I do not admire the mode of 
warfare, but know of no other way for us to end the war than to retali-
ate. (Post, Soldiers’ Letters 178)                                    
This letter sent from Vidalia, Louisiana on May 17th, 1864, reads very much 
like a dispatch of a war correspondent ─ a profession to which grandson Er-
nest would devote many years, covering a number of conflicts during the first-
half of the 20th Century. And in the foreword of the book Treasury for the Free 
World, Ernest Hemingway would write his views that paraphrase in tone and 
attitude Anson Hemingway’s letter :
We have waged war in the most ferocious and ruthless way that it has 
ever been waged. We waged it against fierce and ruthless enemies that 
it was necessary to destroy . . . . But never think that war, no matter how 
necessary, nor how justified, is not a crime. Ask the infantry and the 
dead. (qtd. in Hemingway on War XXVII)
The final sentence powerfully states Hemingway’s repugnance to war, and the 
juxtaposition of “infantry” with “dead” cynically implies that they are the same. 
When the United States finally entered World War I in 1917, Ernest 
Hemingway was prevented from enlisting into the U.S. military due to bad 
eyesight. This seems an odd enlistment rejection and medical diagnosis giv-
en that Hemingway spent his life as an avid hunter ─ an activity that requires 
the ability to quickly see, identify, and accurately shoot game. But nonethe-
less, the young man suffered the frustration of not being permitted to enlist, a 
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frustration that pushed him to join the Red Cross Ambulance Corps. 
In a letter to his family dated 14 May, 1918 from New York City, Heming-
way discusses at length and with youthful joy the uniform that he has been is-
sued for his duties as a volunteer Red Cross driver : “Our uniforms are regular 
United States Army officers’ and they look like a million bucks. Privates and 
non-coms must salute us. . . . It is a new ruling that makes us officers. We 
are kind of camouflaged 1st Lieuts. . . . The war department ruled for the wear-
ing of the uniform in foreign service. . .” (Baker, Selected 6-7). The enthrall-
ment with his new uniform bespeaks an excitement much like a child given his 
first collection of toy soldiers, and provides a good example of Hemingway’s 
attraction and fascination with the accouterments of war.       
During his brief stint with the Red Cross in Northern Italy, Hemingway 
was wounded by a mortar round while handing out chocolate and cigarettes to 
Italian soldiers. The sharp bite of the red-hot shrapnel that tore into his legs 
must have painfully reminded Hemingway of the bitterness that his Grandfa-
ther Hall felt toward war, and during the long days of convalescence, he must 
suffered through a similar  anxiety and fear of losing the leg to amputation in 
case of rampant infection. Both grandfather and grandson were to recover 
from their leg wounds without the aid of modern antibiotics during the age that 
radical amputation was the usual treatment of choice for gunshot-limb trau-
ma. Moreover, like his grandfather, Ernest was wounded after spending only 
a short time at the front ─ but at least he avoided the humiliation and depriva-
tion of being taken prisoner. 
Hemingway, during his long convalescence, was further frustrated in his 
war efforts in the realization that his short time at the front and being wounded 
while handing out chocolate as a mere ambulance driver would never meet the 
standards for a true war hero. Michael Reynolds identifies that the standards 
that had been clearly postulated by Hemingway’s pre-war role model Theo-
dore Roosevelt who challenged the men of America to duty :
Let him, if a man of fighting age, do his utmost to get into the fighting 
line ─ Red Cross work, Y.M.C.A. work, driving ambulances, and the like, 
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excellent though it all is, should be left to men not of military age or unfit 
for military service, and to women. (qtd. in Reynolds 23)
Through his months of recovery, the wounded Hemingway would have 
had plenty of time to contemplate his brief service and how his injuries could 
be manipulated into the stuff of heroes despite Roosevelt’s stern pronounce-
ments that only women, the unfit, and those not of military age should be in-
volved with the ancillary activities of ambulance work and service to the 
wounded. In a letter to his family written from Italy after his wounding, 
Hemingway begins to lay the groundwork for the creation of hero status, and 
discusses his multiple injuries, various treatments, battlefield horrors, and his 
indignation for receiving a letter addressed “Private” Ernest Hemingway. He 
admonishes his family in the post script by saying : “. . . I am S. Ten. or Soto 
Tenenente Ernest Hemingway. That is my rank in the Italian Army and it 
means 2nd Lieutenant. I hope to be a Tenenente or 1st Lieut. soon” (Baker 
Selected 16).  Moreover, this letter with its inclusion of the horrors of war 
coupled with the invention of a non-existent army officer’s rank shows 
Hemingway in the confluence of repugnance and attraction to war. Reynolds 
counters the young Hemingway’s ire at being demoted in the letter’s address, 
and points out that “. . . Hemingway kept right on inventing his fantasy war, 
the war he would have fought if only he had been given the chance. Heming-
way promoted himself to First Lieutenant in the Italian Army . . . He fought in 
three major battles . . . not a word of it was true”  (Young, 55). Further sup-
port for Reynold’s claim that Hemingway greatly inflated his war rank can be 
witnessed by what is missing on his Italian Silver Cross of Merit : the inscrip-
tion reads in translation : “Volunteer Hemingway Ernest,” and in no place on 
the medal is there any mention of the rank of Lieutenant (Voss Picturing 
Hemingway 61).
However these flights of fantasy and the fiction he created on his war en-
deavors, served an important literary function in providing a basis for the novel 
Farewell to Arms. But in writing the work, Hemingway realizes that his ex-
ploits as an ambulance driver ─ not as a soldier ─ were sufficiently heroic and 
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provided a better vehicle to propel the novel forward as ambulance personnel 
spend a considerable time around hospitals and nurses, a point necessary to 
the development of the love-side of the story ; thus, the hero, Frederic Henry, 
appears as an American ambulance driver in the Italian Army and is able to 
regularly meet nurse Catherine Barkley while attending wounded troops dur-
ing the fighting in the North of Italy. And the novel clearly demonstrates his 
repugnance and attraction to war : initially in Farewell, the young Lieutenant 
Henry actively pursues his career, but after being wounded ─ in the manner 
that Hemingway was wounded ─ Henry begins to suffer disappointment with 
war and seeks to separate himself from the conflict and pursue his romance 
with his nurse Catherine Barkley. But even though Henry has a fully-devel-
oped disdain for the war after his long hospital recovery, he returns to it and 
executes his duties with aplomb and rigor. When charged with the command 
of several cars to remove hospital equipment during the retreat, Henry quickly 
effects maintenance and offers assistance with the messy chore of changing 
engine oil and greasing the vehicles, and tells his men : “Get me a monkey 
suit and I’ll help you with the oil”  (FTA 182). His subordinates protest that 
this is not his duty as an officer, but Henry’s actions demonstrate an eager will-
ingness to perform at a level beyond his duty. Even after witnessing the ab-
solute futility of stalemate of the war bogged in the mud of the incessant rains, 
culminating in the bitter retreat from Caporetto, Henry still has not completely 
divorced himself from the conflict ;  and it is not until he barely escapes execu-
tion on false charges does he become a deserter from the Italian Army, albeit 
under involuntary circumstances.
The Second World War would also provide a fertile ground for the creation 
of imaginary war for Hemingway and provide opportunities to play at war-
rior. In the early years of the United States involvement with the conflict, 
Hemingway spent a few months in the Far East as a journalist reporting on the 
Japanese imperialistic designs in China. But the bulk of WWII found Heming-
way patrolling the waters of the Gulfstream with his fishing boat the Pilar in 
supposed search for German submarines. In the hunt for the elusive German 
undersea boats, Hemingway appears much like a caricature of Melville’s Ahab 
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in his obsessive preoccupation with taking on an advanced German naval ves-
sel ─ a steel leviathan ─ with a mere fishing boat. At one point Hemingway 
compares the length of a submarine to a giant whale shark that came alongside 
the Pilar : “Almost a third the size of the sub we’re looking for” (qtd. in Trog-
don 246). Furthermore, like Ahab’s specially forged harpoon tempered in 
blood, reserved only for the great whale, Hemingway cobbled together his own 
harpoon in the form of improvised explosive device that he was going to lob 
over the side of the Pilar like some half-baked depth charge to destroy a Ger-
man submarine lurking below. Hemingway’s son Gregory describes “The 
Bomb” as being a “. . . huge explosive device shaped like a coffin, with handles 
on each end” (Trogdon 245). It was a fitting shape for the explosive given the 
suicide nature of the endeavor, and the whole plan must have been predicated 
on the idea that the submarine would submerge and not tear the Pilar to pieces 
with its powerful deck gun while on the surface. It is generally considered 
that his efforts in sub hunting were ineffectual at best, and at worst, a fool’s 
mission in pitting a small wooden fishing boat against the German Kriegs­
marine. But, in this misguided effort, Hemingway did have the tacit support 
of the U.S. government as the United States Navy assigned a Marine gunner 
named Hammer to be a part of Hemingway’s crew as a radio operator.6 How-
ever, it appears that the only contributions that this individual provided the 
boat was the intense smell emanating from his foot lesions that revolted the 
other crew members, and his ability to take their money in card games. On 
this unpleasant topic of foot hygiene, Hemingway’s son Gregory writes in his 
memoir “Don Quixote Vs the Wolf Pack” about the terrible foot condition : 
“The first night I was assigned to a berth down below, next to Hammer, and his 
feet smelled terrible. I almost threw up all over him before I got out of there . 
. .” (Trogdon 246).
One could note with a good dash of Hemingway cynicism that all of the 
author’s maritime adventures under the guise of submarine hunting were real-
 6　‌Meyers identifies this crewmember of the Pilar as a volunteer Marine master ser-
geant named Don Saxon, and makes no mention of a medical foot condition or a 
man named “Hammer.”
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ly a clever ploy to get the U.S. Government to underwrite the fuel bill on his 
deep-sea fishing trips and bypass gasoline rationing. A released Federal Bu-
reau of Investigations document written by R.G. Leddy, Legal Attache to the 
U.S. Embassy in Cuba, and sent to J. Edgar Hoover, Director of the FBI, on 8 
October, 1942 reports on Hemingway’s various activities in the Caribbean na-
tion.7 The document further discusses the allotment of gasoline to Heming-
way for his patrol activities through the U.S. Ambassador’s Office in Havana, 
Cuba (FBI Files).
Cynicism aside, Ernest Hemingway was financially in desperate straits 
during this time, and son Patrick Hemingway observes that his father sold the 
movie rights to For Whom the Bells Toll at the worst possible moment when in-
come tax rates were at a “Confiscatory 80%” to pay for America’s war costs 
(Hemingway on War, XIV). With war demands on fuel and strict rationing on 
gasoline supplies in the Americas, it certainly would seem that it was a cun-
ning move for Hemingway to pursue his love of big-game fishing while dab-
bling as a sea warrior on the government’s check.
As German submarines became less of a threat to the United States as the 
war progressed, Hemingway found his way to the European battlefields once 
again, and    
William Cote` writes that Hemingway 
“. . . flew to London in May of 1944 as a correspondent for Collier’s maga-
7　‌The United States Federal Bureau of Investigation files currently available to the 
public show an extensive monitoring of Ernest Hemingway’s activities in Cuba, 
through the offices of the U.S. Embassy. The files extend to 127 pages and cover 
the years from 1942 thru 1964. Much of the material is heavily redacted and tends 
to focus on the connections that Hemingway had to leftist, socialist, and communist 
groups that the writer had encountered in his many years living in Europe, and dur-
ing his reporting on the Loyalist forces and International Brigades in Spain during 
the Spanish Civil war, 1936～1939. Files from the early 1960s cover his hospital-
ization at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota and the use of an assumed name 
in attempt to keep his illnesses from the public. The last of the files are from 1964, 
three years after Hemingway’s suicide, and discuss the conversion of his Cuban 
residence into a museum.
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zine. He reluctantly decided to cover the European fighting after months 
of prodding by his wife, Martha Gellhorn, who already was a Collier’s cor-
respondent reporting the war”  (93).
Some controversy has arisen that Ernest Hemingway may have shot Ger-
man prisoners of war and others in France during fighting in World War 
II ; however, these serious charges have never been substantiated despite the 
fact that Hemingway claimed he had done so ─ a claim that is believed to be 
merely a fiction, created in the expansive fields of Hemingway’s imagina-
tion. And Cote` concludes that :
The material examined here strongly suggests it would have been impos-
sible for Hemingway to have killed the number of enemy he claimed, cer-
tainly not in outright combat . . . It is almost certain that he at least shot 
at some Germans, but it is not clear that he killed anyone, or if he did, he 
did not kill twenty-six people, much less 122. (102)  
But Hemingway did provoke the ire of military commanders when they 
heard reports that Hemingway was playing at soldier during the Allied advance 
across France during WWII ─ a practice that was not expressly banned under 
the rules of the Geneva Convention in effect at the time8, but the U.S. War De-
partment Basic Field Manual FM30­26 : Regulations for Correspondents Ac­
companying U.S. Army Forces in the Field orders that “Correspondents will not 
exercise command, be placed in a position of authority over military personnel, 
nor will they be armed”  (2). Hemingway was investigated for his activities in 
France in August of 1944 by inspector General Park and cleared of malfea-
sance.9 The wayward reporter eventually received the “Bronze Star,” one of 
 8　‌Article 81 of the Geneva Convention July 27, 1929 concerns itself with the wartime 
capture of ancillary personnel such as correspondents and other accompanying ci-
vilians, and by agreement of the signatories such persons will be afforded the same 
rights as other prisoners of war. 
 9　‌Robert Trogdon in Ernest Hemingway : A Literary Reference includes the entire 
transcript of the interrogation of Hemingway by Colonel Park, Inspector General of 
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the highest medals from the U.S. military in 1947 (Trogdon, 235). 
In an earlier conflict, during The Spanish Civil War, a famous photograph 
shows Hemingway on the battlefield holding a malfunctioning rifle, ostensibly 
clearing the jammed gun for a soldier (Voss 37). Rather than being the objec-
tive reporter, passively observing and recording the events, Hemingway’s ac-
tions clearing the rifle of the jammed cartridge would suggest that of a man 
who has been frustrated in his efforts to become a soldier ─ a dream that Er-
nest held since a young boy. Reynolds writes that “Hemingway’s earliest 
memories of his Grandfather Anson were Memorial Days when the old gentle-
man broke out his uniform of the Grand Army of the Republic. Sometimes 
Ernest was allowed to carry the sword”  (40).  Furthermore, Hemingway’s 
second wife Pauline apparently would admonish her husband for engaging in 
sniping, an act that she called “wicked” (Cote` 97).  It would seem then that 
Mrs. Hemingway was personally aware that her husband overstepped the 
bounds as a war correspondent, and was not merely assisting soldiers with 
troublesome firearms, but actually firing on the opposing forces during the civil 
conflict in Spain. 
Notwithstanding the widely disparate information put forth by the various 
biographers on the life of Ernest Hemingway, often colored by family legend, it 
seems that Hemingway as a poet, correspondent, sportsman, and writer of fic-
tion was thoroughly imbued with the stories of his forebears’ adventures in 
war. And throughout his writing career, Ernest Hemingway demonstrates 
both an attraction and repugnance to war, a dichotomy that was manifest in his 
earliest years as being part of the personal philosophies of elder family mem-
bers. The attraction would lead him to seek out conflict as a volunteer ambu-
lance driver, and later as war correspondent, and then to immerse himself on 
the fringes of battle by playing at warrior. Diametrically opposed to the fasci-
the Third Army (256-261). During the enquiry, Hemingway insists that he only 
acted in the capacity of an interpreter and correspondent. Within the text, Trog-
don juxtaposes a handwritten order from a U.S. Army Major Norling authorizing 
Hemingway to receive weapons (257), which completely negates the writer’s claim 
of being an unarmed, non-combatant.
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nation was Hemingway’s repugnance as evidenced in such works as “A Natural 
History of the Dead,” “On the Quai at Smyrna,” and “Black Ass at the Cross 
Roads,” to name just a few of his works that offer up the horrors of war. It is 
perhaps the tension between attraction and repugnance with human conflict 
that threads through the writer’s fiction that imparts that Hemingway unique-
ness, and makes his style both easily recognizable and ultimately iconic in 
American letters of the 20th Century.
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